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Indochina is the name given to the peninsula in Southeast Asia that lies
between China and India. Today, the nations of Myanmar, Malaysia, Thailand,
Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam occupy the peninsula. The French gained control
of the eastern part of the peninsula in the 1800s, and in 1887 united Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos into French Indochina. The French lost control of the area
to the Japanese in World War II but later regained control of some areas. The
countries of French Indochina all gained their independence in the 1950s.

The Malay Peninsula is the southernmost peninsula in Asia. West Malaysia
and southwest Thailand share the area. The island of Singapore lies to its south.
To the west are the Andaman Sea (part of the Indian Ocean) and the Strait of
Malacca. To the east lie the Gulf of Thailand and the South China Sea. The
Portuguese took control of part of the peninsula in 1511 but lost it to the Dutch
in the mid-1600s. The British seized sections of the peninsula beginning in 1826.

The Philippines is an archipelago, a series of many islands. The country is
made up of some 7,000 islands and lies in the Pacific Ocean off the Asian conti-
nent. Because the Philippines are located on the equatorial side of the Tropic of
Cancer, its climate is tropical. The islands are mainly volcanic and mountainous.
About 1,000 islands are inhabited, but most of the population lives on just 11 of
them. The islands are part of the “Ring of Fire,” which is a series of volcanoes that
ring the Pacific Ocean. Earthquakes are common in this area. The first European
to visit the area was Ferdinand Magellan in 1521 on his voyage around the world.
He was wounded and killed in a fight there. Based on his voyage, the Spanish later
claimed the islands as a colony. They held the islands until Spain’s defeat in the
Spanish-American War in 1898. 

B. European Exploration, Trade, and
Colonization

Portugal

Prince Henry the Navigator 
The first explorations by Europeans trying to find a sea route to Asia were

along the Atlantic, or west, coast of Africa. In the early 1400s, Prince Henry of
Portugal, known as Henry the Navigator, sent ships south along the African coast
looking for a way around the continent. During his lifetime, his captains explored
the coastline as far as modern Sierra Leone, about halfway southward along the
continent. Although the prince did not travel with his captains, his patronage of
these voyages had an enormous impact on Europe’s role in world exploration. 

Bartolomeu Dias 
Bartolomeu Dias set off from Portugal in 1487 with three ships to find the

southern tip of Africa and determine whether an all-water route to India was pos-
sible. Dias sailed further south than any previous Portuguese explorer, keeping
sight of land to his east. A storm drove him out to sea. When Dias sailed back for
the coast he noticed that he was sailing north instead of south and land was now
to his west. That meant he had already passed the tip of Africa, and that it should
be possible to sail around Africa to India. The crew was unwilling to sail farther,
so Dias reversed his course, sailing for home. This time he spotted the Cape of

Teaching Idea

Create an overhead from Instructional
Master 19, South Asia, to orient stu-
dents to the area of the spice trade.
Have students locate each of the impor-
tant areas in relation to one another:
the Moluccas, Indochina, the Malay
Peninsula, and the Philippines. Then,
have students use an atlas or encyclo-
pedia to find out what nation each area
is part of today.

Use Instructional Master 19.

Study the map. Use it to answer the questions below.

South Asia

Master 19 Grade 5: History & Geography
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Purpose: To read and interpret a map of South Asia

1. What island group is northwest of the Moluccas?

2. Where is the Malay Peninsula in relation to Indochina?

It is south of Indochina.
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Good Hope at the juncture of the Indian and Atlantic Oceans. Based on his expe-
riences there, Dias called the cape “Cape of Storms,” but later the name was
changed to “Cape of Good Hope” because the Portuguese rulers were afraid
“Cape of Storms” would scare off additional explorers and traders. Dias later
sailed with both da Gama and Cabral, but he was in a subordinate role.  

Vasco da Gama
Vasco da Gama was a Portuguese explorer who followed in the footsteps of

Dias and became the first European to sail around the southern tip of Africa and
all the way to India. 

Da Gama sailed from Lisbon, Portugal in July 1497, with four ships. By
November he and his men had rounded the Cape of Good Hope and by December
they had sailed beyond the point where Dias had turned around. Da Gama hired
a pilot on the East African coast at Malindi. This pilot guided the ship to Calicut
in India. The expedition arrived in May 1498. Da Gama tried to trade in Calicut
but failed to establish a trade relationship or a peace treaty with the local author-
ities. He and his men took several Hindus on board to bring back to Portugal so
that the Portuguese could learn about their customs. Then they set off on the
return trip. On March 20, 1499, they rounded the Cape and returned to Portugal
in September 1499. In Portugal he was given a hero’s welcome and named
“Admiral of the Indian Sea.”

Three years later, da Gama led 20 ships on a second voyage to Calicut, India,
where he established the base of the Portuguese empire in Africa and Asia. He also
explored the coast of East Africa. 38

The Portuguese and the East African Swahili 
City-States 
During his explorations, Da Gama stopped several times along the eastern

coast of Africa, known as the Swahili coast. This coastal area was inhabited by a
mixture of African, Arab, and Muslim peoples, who communicated using the
Swahili language. Swahili evolved from the African Bantu languages and bor-
rowed Arabic and Persian words. 

Beginning around the 600s, Muslim Arabs used the seasonal monsoon winds
to travel between Arabia and East Africa. By the 800s, Muslim Arabs began set-
tling in these East African cities and marrying native women. It was these Swahili
cities like Malindi that da Gama visited at the end of the 15th century. By that
time, Muslim religious beliefs, architectural styles, and other cultural influences
were evident. 

At first, these cities were layover sites for ships going to and from Portugal.
Sailing north along the African coast, the ships would stop at one of these cities
to take on food and to give sailors a rest before the long trip across the Indian
Ocean. The cities served the same purpose for homeward-bound ships.

After a time, the Portuguese government decided to try to take over these
city-states. Portugal would then be able to control the trade network that reached
between the Indian Ocean and the interior of Africa. The African interior offered
such trade goods as iron tools, rhinoceros horn, palm oil, gold from southeastern
Africa, and slaves, and in turn it served as a market for such imported goods as
Chinese porcelain, Burmese pottery, and Indian cloth. 
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Teaching Idea

As you teach the various explorers,
have students fill in a graphic 
organizer chart to keep track of 
the explorers and the facts about
them. The categories on the chart
may include
• Name
• Nickname
• Host country
• Where he went 
• What he is known for
• Other interesting facts

After studying all the explorers,
students may write a paragraph sum-
marizing key facts about the explor-
ers. As an extension of this activity,
have students find out about present-
day female explorers, such as in
space or archeological expeditions.

Teaching Idea

Read Jambo Means Hello and Moja
Means One with the class to share 
elements of the Swahili language
(see More Resources). At the end of
this section, students can create their
own alphabet or number books that
summarize key points learned about
exploration.
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Teaching Idea

Use a map of the South Atlantic to
show how Cabral ended up in Brazil. 

At first, the Portuguese government instructed its sea captains to try negoti-
ating with the rulers of the city-states. If they were unable to reach a settlement,
then the ship captains could attack. First, the city of Kilwa (in what is today
Tanzania) fell. Soon, the Portuguese had managed to bring the other major east
coast trading cities under their control. Over time, as the Portuguese concentrat-
ed their trading efforts at Mozambique Island, in the south, closer to the gold they
sought, the other cities declined greatly in wealth and importance. 

Pedro Cabral Claims Brazil
Pedro Alvares Cabral set out from Portugal for India in March 1500. His mis-

sion was to follow the route of da Gama and help consolidate Portuguese power
along the route to India, while also introducing Christianity to the peoples he
encountered. However, Cabral overshot his course and ended up sailing so far
west that he sailed to the east coast of South America. Cabral believed he had
landed on an island, which he called “Island of the True Cross.” He held a reli-
gious service and claimed the land for Portugal. It later became known as Brazil
after its forests of dyewoods, also known as brazilwoods. 

Cabral eventually reached India and signed a trading agreement between
India and Portugal. However, his voyage was plagued with bad weather and bad
luck, and only four of his original 13 ships returned to Lisbon in June 1501. 

Spain

Christopher Columbus and the Tainos
Students in Core Knowledge schools should have studied Christopher

Columbus in earlier grades, but it makes sense to review his voyage again in this
grade and place it in the larger context of the Age of Exploration.

Columbus was born in the Italian city of Genoa, but eventually became an
explorer for Ferdinand and Isabella, rulers of territories that joined together to
form the modern nation of Spain. As a young man, Columbus studied map-
making and became a sailor. He sailed with the Portuguese along the western
coast of Africa in the 1480s. About this time the Portuguese began looking for a
route around Africa to India and the Spice Islands. But Columbus had another
idea. He believed that Earth was smaller than in fact it is, and he concluded that
it should be possible to reach the Indies by sailing west.

In 1484 Columbus presented his idea to the Portuguese king. The king chose
not to support the mission. After several years of lobbying, Columbus succeeded
in convincing Ferdinand and Isabella to support his expedition.

Columbus sailed with three ships, the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria.
They left in August of 1492. After a stop in the Canary Islands, the ships began
sailing west. The crew soon grew nervous at how far they had sailed into
unknown territory. In early October, land was finally sighted.

Columbus landed on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, 1492.
Columbus promptly renamed the island San Salvador (Saint Salvador) and
claimed it for Spain. The first native Americans whom Christopher Columbus
met in the New World were the Taino, speakers of the Arawak languages. The
Taino were nomadic hunters and gatherers who inhabited several islands in the
Caribbean.
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